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Testimony regarding Northeastern’s Proposal for 1200 beds on Parcel 18  
                                             Chuck Turner, Boston City Councilor, District 7 

I am Chuck Turner, Boston City Councilor representing District 7.  My testimony 
is focused on the amendments being proposed by Northeastern to amend their 
Master Plan.

Before presenting my views on their plan, I need to present the history of the 
development of Parcel 18 on which they propose to put a twenty one story tower 
and a sixteen story tower to house 1200 students. This history is necessary so that 
you understand the context in which their proposal is being made.

In 1968, the Boston Black United Front, a coalition of Black and Latin 
organizations in Roxbury formed Operation Stop as a Coalition to fight I-95, 
which was proposed as a superhighway that would come down Columbus Avenue 
from the suburbs. Since the Front members believed the proposed sixteen-lane 
highway would have a devastating effect on Lower Roxbury, Operation Stop was 
formed to mobilize the communities opposition and to join with others fighting the 
highway.

After a two year study process initiated by Governor Sargeant to explore the costs 
and benefits of building the highway, he decided to cancel plans for a highway 
and focus on developing a mass transit alternative. The leadership of the Front 
then reached out to groups in Jamaica Plain and the South End to develop a plan 
for how the land should be used from a community perspective.  The plan 
developed by the Southwest Corridor Coalition became the blueprint for the state 
plan that followed a few years later. 
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The Coalition’s plan included the idea that Parcel 18 should be designated as a site 
for local developers.  While this concept was adopted by the state, nothing 
happened for a number of years because the community development corporations 
identified as the developers were not able to gain the capital necessary to move 
forward with the project.

However, in 1985, the director of the BRA worked with the Parcel 18 Task Force 
to develop a plan for developing the land through a competitive bid process 
focused on local development teams of color. 

The winning partnership, Columbia Plaza Associates, then began a process of 
working with our State legislators to identify a state project that could be sited on 
the land. Initially, the proposal was that the Mass Water Resource Authority put 
part of its operation on the land. Due to political maneuvering the MWRA 
building were located at another site.  However, a new Registry of Motor Vehicles 
building was then identified for the site, despite the opposition by the employees. 
Yet, before the building could be fully opened, there were complaints that the air 
quality of the building was not healthy and the Registry moved to a Chinatown 
site.

The Registry move to Chinatown left the developers without a prime tenant and 
they decided to sell the entire Parcel to Northeastern. While those of us who had 
fought to stop the highway and designate Parcel 18 for development by the 
community understood the difficulty faced by the developers, there was a sense of 
betrayal that our business people had failed to hold the parcel.

Parcel 18 has been dormant for a decade except for the building originally built for 
the Registry which then was occupied by Northeastern offices and the Whittier 
Street Health Center which rented space from Northeastern. Northeastern agreed 
when they bought the building to develop an economic development project on the 
Parcel beneficial to the community but have taken no action in over a decade.

Development on Parcel 18 is now before us since Senator Wilkerson proposed last 
December during the Northeastern  Master Planning process that Parcel 18 be 
used for a limited number of beds if Northeastern agreed to move forward with the 
development of the economic project. Other elected officials and Roxbury 
community representatives in the planning process agreed to support her proposal 
as long as Northeastern agreed to move the economic development project 



forward at the same time and the number of beds were limited to 471,

Northeastern agreed to the idea of moving the economic development project 
forward in conjunction with the building of the dormitories but objected to the 
idea of limiting the beds to 471. They then proposed that the details would be 
worked out with the remnants of the Parcel 18 Task Force and abutters. However, 
I do not believe that anyone in the group representing Roxbury in the planning 
process ever imagined that Northeastern would propose to build two towers on the 
land with 1200 students.

My certainty is based on the fact that many of the Roxbury representatives had 
struggled for years to limit the number of Northeastern students in a development 
project a few blocks away to no more than six hundred beds in a development that 
was spread over a larger area than the portion of the Parcel 18 site proposed for 
the dormitories. 

In addition, the focus on getting students out of the neighborhoods surrounding 
Northeastern was based on the experience that students in leased housing in the 
neighborhoods were disruptive to the quality of life. Therefore, it made no sense 
for the Roxbury representatives to support Northeastern placing 1200 students on 
a site that would be across the street from the P3 parcel that is being proposed for 
mixed use, including market rate and affordable housing.   

Why would we want to create a problem for the residents who would be living in 
the housing developed on P 3 by supporting 1200 students living in dormitories 
across the street?  In addition, the Roxbury Master Plan indicates that the P3 site is 
viewed as the gateway to the Roxbury community and needs to have an 
architectural definition that will enhance the aesthetic experience as people enter 
the area. Obviously, two towers across the street filled with students will detract 
from the impact envisaged for the P 3 development.

I know that some have said that community benefits for local organizations would 
be a reasonable trade off.  However, Northeastern should be willing to give those 
benefits in return for building a dormitory that will house 471 students. Why 
should the community have to support a monstrous project in order to have 
community benefits? 



In addition, given the experience of the Whittier Street Health Center, 
Northeastern community benefits can turn out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.  
When Northeastern bought the P 3 parcel from Columbia Plaza Associates, they 
said they would allow the Whittier Street Health Center to move rent-free into the 
building they had acquired on Parcel 18.  

In return for use of the space, Whittier Street agreed to pay 21.65% of the 
operating costs.   
While they felt that the total operating costs of $700,000 was high, they believe 
that they could afford their share of those costs. However, they never imagined 
that the operating costs of the building would almost double in five years, from an 
initial $700,000 to       $1, 200,000. Since Whittier Street pays for their own 
utilities, security, and janitorial services, they have asked Northeastern to see a 
copy of the operating costs so they can see what they are paying for. However, 
Northeastern has refused to give them the information. Even the BRA, which 
agreed to get the figures from Northeastern have been unsuccessful in obtaining 
the information.

When you look at the situation carefully, it is easy to see that Northeastern is 
benefiting from the Health Center being in the N.U. building not the Center.

                            # Center’s nonrent has almost doubled in five years  
                            # No cap on the escalation of nonrent  
                            # Center pays for its own utilities, security, and maintenance  
                            # Center cannot find out what they are paying for  
                            # Center had to invest $3,000,000 in outfitting the bare space  
                               that was rented to them. 

In conclusion, I am vehemently opposed to Northeastern’s plan to put up two 
towers, which would house 1200 students. These two towers would overwhelm 
the surrounding community and our P 3 development. In addition, having watched 
development for a number of years, I have seen low numbers proposed for height/
density and then be raised after the process moves forward, particularly if they are 
able to get the site identified as a Planned Development Area.  

While I initially agreed to the 471 units, as I think about the past behavior of 
Northeastern, their community benefits scam with the Whittier Street Health 
Center, and their proposal of 1200 beds, I am beginning to believe it was a major 



mistake to agree to any number of units.  However, we agreed to that number and 
have to honor our agreement. However, we do not have to accept them almost 
tripling that number and I ask for your help in protecting the P 3 Parcel and Lower 
Roxbury by limiting the beds to 471. Our community fought too long to stop the 
highway and for the appropriate development of Parcel 18 to have Northeastern 
make a mockery of our forty-year struggle. 
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